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Lees: Park Sites along Des Moines Valley

PARK SITES ALONG DBS MOINES VALLEY.1
JAMES H. LEES.

At a time when the establishment of State parks is a promi
nent subject of discussion among lovers of nature and those who
are interested in the conservation and improvement of our re
sources, 'both tangible and intangible, it is natural that atten
tion be directed toward the central and chief watercourse of
the state in the search for suitable sites for recreation centers.
So the question arises as to the possibilities for locating parks,
state, district or county, along the valley of Des Moines river.
A number of years ago the writer enjoyed the opportunity of
making a study of the physical features of Des Moines Valley

Fig.

181.

— Tuttle

lake. Emmet county, from the south

shore

near the outlet.

for the Iowa Geological

Survey and from th.; observations then
made the following notes are drawn.
It is evident to one who is at all familiar with the region
that there is an abundance of localities alons this valley which
are well adapted to conversion into parks or which could with
some care and effort be transformed into excellent pleasure
grounds. The chief question in the matter of locating, perhaps,
is that of establishing such parks whare they will be conveniently
accessible not only to the automobile owner, he can go anywhere,
but also to the large group of people, even in our own state, who
are less favored in the matter of transportation facilities.
How.
with permission
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the Director

of the Iowa Geological Survey.
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vicinity of most of the cities and towns
along the river, areas, large or small, which are adapted for
park making.
The East Fork of Des Moines river, owing to its character,
has fewer potential park sites than has the West Fork. In the
first place it is smaller and hence has a narrower, shallower val
ley, which is nowhere, except in the lower few miles, cut to
rock.
Then more of the surrounding land is level prairie and
does not ott'er the diversity of landscape which is present along
ever, there are in the

Fig.

182.

— Iowa Lake, Emmet

county,

on the state line.

Fork. Nevertheless there are a number
of really picturesque localities which are deserving of mention.
In Minnesota the East Fork is a small stream a few miles in
length which flows into Alton lake, known also as The Inlet.
This in turn empties by a channel a mile or so long into Tuttle
lake, which is crossed by the state line. Tuttle lake covers about
four square miles and on the south shore has several attractive
areas which while not high above the water are well wooded and
make desirable camp and cottage sites. These areas would make
an excellent park and should be purchased by the State for pub
lic use.
https://scholarworks.uni.edu/pias/vol25/iss1/54
some parts of the West
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While Iowa lake is not strictly tributary to the Des Moines
it is so near by that mention may be made of it here. It also
lies on the state line, five miles east of Tuttle lake, and its
outlet is to the east toward Blue Earth river. Iowa lake is of
interest geologically because it is at the southern end of a series,
known as the Chain Lakes, which occupy part of a former
river valley of considerable size which seems- to have drained
southward during pre-glacial or inter-glacial times.
Silver
lake, the next one to the north, is more popular as a resort,
B

Fig.

as

it

183.

— The valley of the East Fork at

is deeper

Algxma,

and the banks are higher.

looking west.

However, Iowa lake

has a charming shore line and offers a very desirable
state park, which should by all means be established

site

for

a

at an early

Iowa has all too few lakes and any which have such natu
ral beauty as Iowa lake should be made available to all. The
State Highway Commission in its report on Iowa lakes recom
mends the buying of park sites at both Tuttle and Iowa lakes.
For a number of miles below Tuttle lake the Des Moines
is for
the most1918
valley
part shallow and its walls are gentle and
Published by UNI
ScholarWorks,
date.
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But east of Burt it unites with an inter-glacial
Union Slough and below this point it is deeper,

valley known as
its walls are steeper, and groves of timber add touches of beauty
to its vistas.
At and immediately below Algona the east wall is
rugged and tree covered and here should be a most desirable
park site which now is used only for occasional picnics or for
cow pastures.
This condition extends all the way to Irvington,
five or six miles to the south, so that attractive spots are present
in abundance.
At Livermore again, steep, timber-covered bluffs,
a fairly wide bottom land, and bordering prairie make a very
pleasing combination of natural features.

Fig.
west.

184.

— The valley of

the West

Another likely spot

Fork Just south of Estherville.

looking

for park purposes is in the vicinity of Dakota, where the forks
of the river come together.
South of the village a long, high
ridge, well timber covered and with fairly steep slopes and
flat top, separates the two valleys and would afford a beautiful
park location. Some small outcroppings of the bedrock add to
the scientific interest of the region.
The West Fork stretches a hundred miles across southwestern
Minnesota before it reaches Iowa. Hence it is a fair sized stream
in a goodly valley where it crosses the state line. The first
locality on the Iowa side which is especially desirable for park
The east bluff just north of town
purposes, is near Estherville.
https://scholarworks.uni.edu/pias/vol25/iss1/54
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fairjy steep and well wooded and below town the west wall

It seems that along
length
in Emmet county the west wall of the valley
much of its
formed the eastern margin of a belt of rough, glacial morainic
This condition, aided by post-glacial erosion of the
country.
valley wall, has made for exceedingly picturesque scenery, which
should be preserved for all time. Beyond the distance of a mile
or two below town the timber is scattering and for many miles
the walls are nearly treeless, except in sheltered spots. In Palo
Alto county, too, the belt of rough county leaves the river, hence
the valley is shallow and the slopes are gentle. At Emmetsburg,
however, Art is assisting Nature in making beauty spots of a
long, narrow, rather shallow pool known as Medium lake, around
is quite rugged and is heavily timbered.

Fig.

185.

— The valley of

the West

Fork at Humboldt.

southern end the town has grown. This already is a
credit to the foresight of the townspeople and is destined to be
of increasing beauty and utility.
Just above Bradgate, at the western edge of Humboldt county,
the river, which has been following a post-glacial valley, enters
interglacial watercourse.
This is deeper and is
on older,
bounded by steeper walls than the younger valley, hence attrac
tive points and beauty spots are more abundant. Just south
of Bradgate the steep bluff is clothed for a mile with a fringe
of timber which with care would make a pretty spot and which
whose

is easy of access

from the town.

rises sixty or seventy

At Humboldt again

the

bluff

feet 'above the rocky channel, which re

minds one, to use President Macbride's phrase, of "some New
Englandbymountain
channel,
Published
UNI ScholarWorks,
1918rather than the quiet creeping river
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of the level prairie. " This bluff also is well timbered and makes
a most picturesque scene.
Just above Humboldt a dam recently
constructed has made an artificial lake which will add to the
assets of the region.
Below Humboldt is the long1, narrow ridge

river forks which already has been mentioned. From
of the forks to Fort Dodge, while there is plenty
of scenery it is rather far from any town so may be passed by
at present.
Just above Fort Dodge, however, the east side of
the valley affords almost every desideratum, for pleasure grounds
between the

the junction

—steep bluffs,

high, level bottom lands, vertical rock scarps,

a

shelter of timber, an artificial lake behind a high dam. in fact.

Fig.

186.

— Des Moines valley

below

Fort

Dotlse.

about all that could be desired.

Below For^ Dodge the valley
of Two Mile creek, along which the Interurban extends, may bt
mentioned as a typical valley for this region.
The unique de
posit of gypsum, for which Fort Dodge is famous, forms cliffs
and scarps, and timber fills the little valley through which the
singing stream winds its way to the great river. A multitude of
similar valleys make spots of local interest and charm and the
main valley as well with its alternating wooded slopes and sand
stone cliffs forms a picture hard to excel in all the plains coun
try. From Fort Dodge to Boone the river is winding its course
through piles of glacial debris which are heaped in ever heighten
ing magnitude to their culminatio<n in the Gary moraine near
https://scholarworks.uni.edu/pias/vol25/iss1/54
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Fraser, where they rise two hundred and sixty feet above the
stream which flows by their feet.
One of the most magnificent
stretches of scenery along the river lies between Fraser and
Boone, where the Interurban skirts the wall from the river
bridge just below Fraser to where it finally reaches the upland
above Boone.
The winding river flowing between its high walls,
here bare and bowlder strewn, there clothed with forest from
water's edge to summit, makes a picture which once seen
will never be forgotten, whether the picture be tinted with the
glorious green of summer or with the glowing and variegated

Fig.

187.

— Looking up Des Moines valley between

Boone and Fraser.

colors of autumn.
Some enterprising soul has established a
little amusement park in the nook between river and bluff, close
to the bridge by which the Interurban crosses the river. This
is only a suggestion of the latent possibilities of the region.
The locality known through central Iowa as The Ledges, a
few miles below Moingona, in the little valley of Peese creek,
offers another opportunity for the locating of a public park of
rare charm and attractiveness.
The massive sandstone walls,
vertical or overhanging, with their fringe of verdure, are in
Published by UNI ScholarWorks, 1918
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striking contrast with the smooth slopes above Boone, but art
equally gratifying to the esthetic sense, and the spot has long
enjoyed the favor of campers and pleasure seekers from miles
about.

Boone and Des Moines the entire stretch of valley
is a natural park and it is difficult to choose a locality for pre
ferment. The long narrow ridge which separates Des Moines
and Beaver valleys is already in part a national reservation and
it would be well to have even more of the river bluff and ad
jacent bottom lands included, from the point of view of park
making, at least. The wide valley of the Beaver, together with
Between

Fig.

188.

— Looking

west

across Beaver valley at Camp Dodge.

the broad river flats opposite

its mouth, is of geologic interest
from the fact that it represents the original valley of the Des
Moines. Another point which is of interest as a geologic phe
nomenon as well as for its scenic attractiveness
is Red Rock
bluff, near the village .of Red Rock, about thirty miles below
Des Moines.
The wall of red sandstone which gives its name
to the locality rises high above the river and overlooks the broad
and fertile valley which separates it from the frowning bluff
beyond.

A spot which

has always held a fascination

for the writer is

bluff of Des Moines valley directly opposite the State
House. A smooth, rounded slope with a few trees and a pichttps://scholarworks.uni.edu/pias/vol25/iss1/54
the south
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old farmstead stands out amid the surrounding timber
land like one of Nature's own pleasure grounds and offers a
perpetual appeal to "come across."
Mention might also be made of three high ridges between
Harvey and Tracy which stand like sentinels guarding the broad
valley at their feet. They are separated from the uplands be
hind them by a broad sag which has furnished a natural route
for the railways which connect the villages near them. They
would afford excellent park sites to the pleasure seekers as well
turesque

a continual

as

thoughtfully

Fig.

It

189.

problem regarding

their origin,

to the

more

disposed.

— Looking

south

across Des Moines valley
Molnes.

from Capitol

Hill, Des

may seem like reversing the laws of Nature to state that

Des Moines valley is not so deep below Des Moines as

it is above

Boone, but such is the case and this fact, coupled with the greater
age of this lower portion, accounts

for the longer, gentler slopes

and less rugged character of the valley.

However, this is partly
counteracted by the increased number of outcroppings of resist
ant bedrock, which afford here and there picturesque scarps and
cliffs of pleasing aspect. One of the more notable of these lo
calities is that at Cliffland, between Ottumwa and Eldon.
The
Published
by
UNI
ScholarWorks,
1918
great vertical wall of sandstone which rises sheer above the flat
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valley offers with its timber covering a most attractive scene in
our land of fields and prairies. Below Eldon the limestones rise
high in the hills, and their rugged walls gleaming from out their
forest cloak or standing green with the moss of ages make pic
tures which will hang long on memory's chamber walls. The vi
cinity of the great "oxbow" in the valley at Keosauqua offers
one of the best examples of this type of scene.
Near Kilbourn at
the upper extremity of the great bend, below Mount Zion, at the
lower limb, and at various places around the loop these mural
escarpments
beauty.

stand at the valley's margin as centers of natural

Similar conditions prevail in the vicinity of those bits

of rare antique, Bentonsport and Bonaparte, which lie between

Fig.

190.

— Des Molnes valley at Red Rock, Marion county.

These different towns offer an
Keosauqua and Farmington.
other sort of interest in that they were sites of the early attempts
Some
by means of locks and dams to improve river navigation.
of the old lock walls at Keosauqua are yet standing in fairly
good repair. Just below Croton another massive cliff rises straight
from the river's edge. bearing aloft its crown of foliage and af

fording the traveler another of those gems of quiet beauty which
An old-time ferry
make this part of the valley so attractive.
will carry the visitor from Croton to Athens on the Missouri side
and will add the spice of variety to the perspective of valley and
bluff and forest which he may there gain. In the vicinity of Keohttps://scholarworks.uni.edu/pias/vol25/iss1/54
kuk, too, the city which is built upon

a

hill, with its beautiful
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outlook over the Des Moines, "the River of the Road," on one
side, and over the great Father of Waters on the other, there
are abundant localities which would lend themselves delightfully
to the dreams and plans of the park maker.
Such a spot is that
one well named Buena Vista, about three miles west of Keokuk,
where the Des Moines mingles its waters with the great flood of
the master stream.
Here are rockv hills and forest filled vallevs

Fig.

191.

— The

massive

wall at Cliffland,

below

Ottumwa.

and geode-beariug shales to attract the curious, and here too is
the east wall of a half buried abandoned gorge of Mississippi
river which stretches northward to Burlington and whose width
reaches westward to Sand Prairie (Vincennes) and St. Francisville on the Missouri side, eight miles as the crow flies. No rock
shows its face in this interval, only sand and clay, which have
been fashioned by rains and rushing waters into gullies and
miniature gorges, fine examples of the activity of Nature's
Published by UNI ScholarWorks, 1918
agencies.
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The foregoing sketches will, it is hoped, have demonstrated
the truthfulness of the statement made earlier, that Des Moines
valley offers abundance of sites for public parks and well merits
the attention and interest of all who are concerned, from what
ever point of view, in perpetuating the natural beauties of our

. 192

— The valley wall

at Croton, Lee county,

from the Missouri

side.

What is needed is intelligent co-operation among all who
have it in their power to see that Iowa remains in deed and in
truth what her first citizens called her — Beautiful Land.
state.

IOWA GEOLOGICAL SURVEY,
DES MOINES.
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Fig. 193. — Gullies in the filling of the .old valley of the Mississippi
nables, above Keokuk.
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